Antibodies and digitalis: the modern revolution in the use of an ancient drug.
Although digitalis glycosides have been widely used in clinical medicine since the classic description by William Withering in 1785, it was not until the advent of a specific immunoassay that their clinical pharmacology could be examined intensively under a wide variety of circumstances. The insights gained into the relations among dosage, plasma concentration, bioavailability, distribution, metabolism, excretion and interactions with other drugs and the manifestations of toxicity certainly have reduced the frequency of adverse reactions to this highly toxic but useful group of drugs. More recently, antibodies have also been utilized as specific antidotes for digitalis toxicity, with dramatic life-saving effect.